REVEALING   INDIANS   PAST

valley was visited near the great glaciers forming the source of the
Oxus, Descending the Taghdumbash Pamir eastwards to Tash-
kurghan, it became possible to clear up the ancient topography of
Sarikol by identifying the localities which the great Chinese pilgrim
Hsiian-tsang mentions when passing here (649 A.D.) on his way back
from India. After useful survey work along the great glacier-clad
range, Ptolemy's 9I/xao?, culminating in peaks rising above 24,000
feet, a descent through the gorges of the Gez river brought us by
the close of July to Kashgar. The personal influence and the respect
enjoyed by my host Sir George Macartney among all Chinese
officials of the 'New Dominion ' secured all needful assistance for
my proposed explorations. In my interviews with cultured Chinese
officials I found my references to Hsiian-tsang's travels and the
sacred places he had visited in the Tarim basin singularly helpful.

After examination of the remains of the Buddhist period trace-
able in the vicinity, I left Kashgar on September i ith for Khotan.
Following to Yarkand an unsurveyed route past the desert shrine of
Ordain Padshah, and moving thence by the caravan track along the
southern edge of the Taklamakan sands, I became acquainted with
the characteristic physical conditions of the great wastes through
which trade from the Oxiis region and the west passed to Khotan
and to China since ancient times. Stretches of ground strewn with
pottery debris strikingly illustrated the destructive effect of wind
erosion on dry alluvial soil. The observations here made, together
with information gained at intervening oases, raised grave doubts
about the genuineness of numerous manuscripts and block-prints in
'unknown characters' which were alleged to have been found at
sites north of the caravan track; but on approaching the Khotan
oasis it was interesting to find a curious desert site described by
Hsiian-tsang clearly recognizable by a legend still clinging to a
Muhammadan shrine.